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      I often think back to a particular Sunday in January 1994—the last day of winter break. My dad was about to start a new job at Byerly Ford, a car dealership in Shively, Kentucky, close to where I went to high school at Butler. That day was unique because it was the only time I have ever been to two movies at two different theaters, in two different states, on the same day. My family went across the Kennedy Bridge to River Falls Mall in Clarksville, Indiana, to see a matinee showing of Tombstone. Even my four-year-old brother, Eric, went with us.

      After eating at Burger King on Preston Highway, my mom and Eric went home, but my dad and I went to the Showcase Cinemas on Bardstown Road to see The Pelican Brief for an evening showing. We had to do this since there wasn’t going to be a better time to see both movies, and back then not every movie played at all theaters. At the time, I may have enjoyed The Pelican Brief more, but since then I have no doubt seen Tombstone about a hundred times. I hardly care about The Pelican Brief at all these days.

      My dad never worried about taking us to see R-rated movies like Tombstone, though. When I was a kid, he took me to see Rambo: First Blood Part 2, Robocop, Return of the Living Dead, and any cheesy Cannon Films action movie showing at Oxmoor Mall. If something in a movie upset Eric or me, we would discuss the scene on the way home. But my dad was a study in odd contrasts. A lifelong Democrat, he was an NRA member until 1994, when they became too looney for him.

      Recently when I thought about that day, I realized nothing we did is even possible today. River Falls Mall is little more than Bass Pro Shops now with no theater, and the tolls on the Kennedy Bridge didn’t exist then. The Showcase Cinemas closed in 2004, eventually replaced by a Costco. Even the Burger King closed some years ago. The changes don’t stop there. I went to an elementary school, Gilmore Lane, which no longer exists. (Liberty High School moved into the building to make room for the new W. E. B. DuBois Academy). I spent summers at the now-defunct University of Louisville daycare near campus. Even a weekend afternoon spent in the Highlands shopping for records at Ear-X-Tacy and then going to Hawley-Cooke Bookstore is a thing of the past. Oxmoor Mall still exists, but the theater does not. The list is endless. Even most of the baseball card and comic shops I used to frequent are long gone.

      Salvaged From the Flood was originally a series of poems and short stories I wrote in high school, pieces of writing I saved from the trash heap after we were flooded out of our apartment in March of 1997. While most of those writings do not need to see the light of day, the title itself remains. The cover photos feature the old, now vacant Holiday Inn (later Fern Valley Hotel) on Fern Valley Road, in front of where I used to live at Tanglewood Apartments. The apartment complex borders what used to be the Edgewood neighborhood, but the neighborhood too is gone. Now the area is used by UPS, eerily similar to the fate of the old Highland Park neighborhood my grandparents lived in at one time. Edgewood and Holiday Inn may be gone, but oddly enough, Tanglewood remains.

      This book is not so much my entire life story as it is a series of narratives serving as snapshots of particular moments in time, of dreams and aspirations, as well as heartache and dreams deferred. Sometimes I skip around a few years if there isn’t a fascinating story to tell, or if I can’t find the words to tell it. This is the story of a diehard Louisvillian who badly wanted to escape Louisville, but as of this writing, never has found anywhere better. The first two chapters I wrote pertained to youth baseball, one being my own experiences at Beechmont and the other my son Andrew’s experiences playing at Prairie Village. Those two chapters serve as bookends, starting in 1991 and ending in 2022.

      While at various points I discuss baseball, my lifelong love of University of Louisville basketball, and even pro wrestling, this is not exactly a sports story. At various points, other topics take center stage, including screenwriting, filmmaking, cryptocurrency, or personal relationships through the years.

      The chapters on my experiences with U of L debate as a graduate student function as a self-contained novella. Admittedly, the first chapter, “Rebels with a Cause,” is a crash course on debate terminology and lingo but give it a chance. Events occurring in the first half of the story have payoffs in the second half. One debate chapter is amusingly titled “College Debate Is Decadent and Depraved” in tribute to fellow Louisvillian Hunter S. Thompson.

      The major omission from the high school chapters would be my old German teacher, Ron Orwick. Since German class was a separate entity and few of my regular classmates were involved, talking at length about Mr. Orwick’s class didn’t come into play. He was and still is a fascinating man, a songwriter and musician in addition to a German and Algebra teacher.  Perhaps there will be a time when I write that story, but it didn’t fit anything in this book.

      Life can be hilarious, frustrating, romantic, exhilarating, and heartbreaking. Hopefully, these emotions come through in various chapters of this book, sometimes several in close proximity. I don’t know if people will identify with everything I have to say, but hopefully some aspects of my experiences will register. Life does not fit into any one genre, so why should a book?
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Chapter 1


          

          
            Beechmont

          

        

      

    

    
      “I have a World Series ring. You don’t.”

      Those words stung. One of my son’s youth baseball games at Prairie Village Babe Ruth League had gotten out of control, with the other team’s first base coach arguing with my son’s coach in addition to several parents. While sitting in the bleachers, I became fed up and felt the need to intervene.

      “Shut up. You are acting like an idiot. Coach your own team and quit jaw jacking with other coaches and parents,” I said. When he fired back with the ring comment, I didn’t have a response. My son’s team won the game 14-2, but I spent the rest of the night upset by this altercation.

      I looked him up on the league app. I realized I had been arguing with Josh Robinson, a member of the 2002 Valley Sports team that had won the Little League World Series. I’d been quite proud of those kids and frankly a little jealous because I never had a chance at that level of All Star success. The 2002 Valley Sports team was a validation of a whole era of youth baseball in Louisville. I always viewed our area as a hotbed for youth baseball, but the politics in the leagues often put All Star success out of reach.

      Dealing with such nonsense, as well as my son’s current All Star candidacy, caused me to reflect on my own playing days at Beechmont, a league in Louisville’s south end next to the old Naval Ordnance property. When I played, Beechmont was also adjacent to the Americana Apartments. Beechmont is a well-known league in Louisville, but to my knowledge has never had any postseason tournament success. I was a three-time All Star at Beechmont when I was nine, ten, and thirteen. You may wonder what happened when I was eleven and twelve, the age when players competed for things like the Little League/Babe Ruth World Series.

      Except for one year, I played for Coach Larry Kirby at Beechmont, from the time I was seven until I was eleven. We were always a good team, but never won the league title. When I was seven, we reached the championship game but lost. The 1991 team might have been the best of the bunch. The roster was loaded with Rob Brewer (who now coaches at Prairie Village, my son’s league), power hitting sluggers Robbie Wilson and Davey Pitt, the coach’s son, Devin Kirby (who also pitched and was solid at most stuff), and, of course, me. I mainly played first base and was an excellent singles/doubles hitter.

      Each team was allowed up to four All Stars for the 11–12 division. Nowadays they split teams into different ages and allow more players on All Star teams, but in the early ’90s, it was four guys per team. Brewer, Wilson, and Pitt were no-brainer picks. In an ideal world of putting together the best team, the fourth pick would have been me, but in this case, I was competing with the coach’s son for the final All Star selection, so I had no chance. I was the better player by a decent margin, but Devin wasn’t a disgrace or anything.

      The All Star team started practicing when our regular team was prepping for a playoff semifinal game. In our last practice at Iroquois High School, I can remember a frustrated Pitt ranting at the coaches, “Why is Brian not on the All Star team? Have you seen what we have at first base?”

      Not only was I passed over, but the geniuses at Beechmont who put the team together hadn’t selected a viable first baseman. This sort of thing was always Beechmont’s problem in postseason tourneys. The league was more about political favors than putting together a quality team.

      Making matters worse, the Kirbys divorced around that time and Devin’s mom took him to Colorado for a skiing vacation, blowing off the All Star competition entirely. What I didn’t understand at the time (and never will) was why they didn’t add me to the team as an alternate. I have no idea if they played one man down or selected someone from another team. Regardless, it was a frustrating experience and I never played for Kirby again. In our big playoff game, we lost in the semis. I made the final out of the season by grounding out to second base, one of the low points of my playing days. Robbie Wilson’s dad was our first base coach. He screamed at me during my entire at bat. I could barely focus.

      In the weeks following the 1991 season, my maternal grandfather died. August 5th, a day seared into my memory. My grandparents were staying at their house near Nolin Lake. Grandpa had a heart attack during the night and never woke up. This was the first major loss I had ever experienced, and it affected me deeply. The funeral home in Clarkson had an old school Coca Cola machine, and I downed several bottles while I sat in the lobby—pretty much the main thing I remember about the service. My grandma sold the lake house and the boat in 1994. I asked if she would give me $10 from the sale, only being half serious. She gave me $100.

      Coach Kirby stopped coaching at Beechmont soon after. Looking back, I don’t understand the logic. He would have had the dominant favorite to win the title given most of the best players were eleven-year-olds and would have been back the next year. Since Coach quit, the team disbanded, and the talent was spread all over the league. Devin Kirby ended up on a mediocre team even though he was still an All Star. Pitt and Wilson suffered the same fate. I was the lucky one. I landed on Rick Lawler’s Twins team for the 1992 season. (That season was the end of an era for all the twelve-year-old boys since the following year involved a huge leap of playing on the big field with its daunting ninety-foot baselines and a pitching rubber sixty feet, six-inches from the plate.)

      We were okay in the first half of the season, as Steve Feist’s Angels team, led by his son David, stormed out to an 8–1 record and clinched a playoff spot. We had a 6–3 record for the first half.

      Lawler was the only coach I ever played for who maximized what I could do. I still played first base, but I also pitched more innings than anyone on the team, mainly in long relief. The best hitter on the team, and maybe the greatest hitter I’ve ever played with in any season, was Jacob Rogers. Jacob hit an absurd .569 with eleven home runs, staggering numbers. No one else on the team even had one home run, though I came close a couple of times. Oddly, I don’t recall Jacob ever having such a season before or after 1992. He was the classic case of a guy who grew a bunch when he was twelve, but when everyone else caught up, his massive homers turned into deep fly balls on the big field.

      The second half of the season we came to life and refused to lose a game, winning one crazy one-run contest after another. David Feist hurt his arm and missed several games and the Angels slumped to 5-4 in the second half, so we fought with Keith Schwartz’s team for the spot in the playoff game versus the Angels. Schwartz’s Yankees squad went 14-4 during the season but finished one game behind in both the first and second halves and barely missed the playoffs.

      I ran into my old friend Jeremy Stigler at Tire Discounters recently. He was on the Yankees team, and he is still bitter about not making the playoffs that season, despite being tied for best overall record in the league. Jeremy, a big redheaded kid, was one of my closest friends both from our rivalry at Beechmont and our participation in the University of Louisville summer daycare program. He went to Butler High School as well in the Class of 1998. (I was Class of 1997.) For whatever reason, we drifted apart after we aged out of daycare.

      I never had an argument or anything with Jeremy, but I tried calling him later in 1992; he didn’t have time to talk, and I never bothered calling him again. When we met at the tire store, Jeremy drove home a notion I have had for quite a while now. For numerous men our age, youth baseball created a haunting sense of being unfulfilled accompanied by a certain amount of nostalgia.

      Before the final game of the regular season, Rick Lawler pulled me into the batting cage area to have a talk. He told me I hadn’t made the All Star team, despite doing everything for the team other than selling popcorn. The picks were going to be Rogers, Mike Lawler, and Jeff Lawler (both the coach’s sons), and of all people, Tod Matthews. To this day, I still can’t wrap my head around how Tod made All Stars over me. Tod was our main starting pitcher and decent enough, but I finished the games. Tod certainly was nowhere close to me as a hitter. He was my teammate the following year and we never talked about why he made All Stars and I didn’t. I can assume his dad was tight with Lawler and had some deal in place guaranteeing Tod a spot, but I have no firm idea. We lost the meaningless regular season finale, snapping an eight-game winning streak.

      We crushed a still ailing David Feist and Co., 11-2, in the playoff game, and then won the league championship the next day in a rubber match with Matt O’Riley and the Pirates, 8-5. I pitched the last three innings, the most nervous I had ever been on a baseball field. I escaped a bases loaded jam in the fifth inning and then retired the side in the sixth. I didn’t need the All Star games. This was the mic drop, and the last time I would ever play on that field at Beechmont. Given all the crazy one-run victories, I almost thought there was some sort of Angels in the Outfield intervention going on, like my grandfather was tipping the scales from above. For his part, Jeremy attended the championship game and rooted for my team to win, although I can’t help but wonder if he felt his team should have been there instead.

      The celebration was short-lived, however. Within a couple of weeks, my dad needed emergency surgery for diverticulitis and was laid up in the hospital for quite a while. He’d been misdiagnosed with a urinary tract infection. As such, I missed the team’s postseason get-together. My time at U of L daycare ended as well since I had turned thirteen and aged out of the program. My dad eventually recovered, although the surgery left a serious scar on his stomach which needed to be bandaged for several months. The old U of L daycare closed some years later. It sat empty for a decade until it became the Stoddard Johnston Scholar House (apartments for single-parent students and their families).

      One day I was home alone. Mom was at the hospital. There was a knock on the door. Rick Lawler had somehow found our address. He said he was sorry to hear about my dad and brought my trophy as well as a stats sheet of the team, which frankly interested me more than the trophy since this was the first team I had been a part of that kept detailed records.

      After Lawler left, I put the trophy down in my room and scoured the stat sheet. As noted, Jacob Rogers was the hitting star. I finished second on the team at .424. Everyone else was in the .300 range or lower. I was 9-2 in pitching decisions, had the most innings pitched, and a 2.63 ERA, lowest on the team. If there had been a league MVP vote for the season, it would have almost certainly come down to Rogers and me. But again, I didn’t make the All Star team. What kind of league doesn’t put one of its two best players on the All Star team? Certainly not one interested in winning anything. Whatever I achieved in the 1992 season didn’t matter to anyone, except me. Josh Robinson may well have peaked when he was twelve by being a part of the 2002 Valley Sports team, but even if he does nothing meaningful the rest of his life he always has that accolade to fall back on. Winning the 1992 championship at Beechmont still means the world to me, even if the average person could care less.

      I could understand the situation with Kirby the previous year even if I didn’t like it, but what happened with Lawler was a total breach of faith. I had the single greatest season of my life for Coach Lawler and didn’t gain any recognition for it. Making things even weirder, Lawler kept coaching at Beechmont, but never picked me for his team again. I stopped trying to figure it out years ago. Only Miles Durham, who I played for at age ten and then later as a teen, was legit in terms of All Star selections. When I was good enough to be an All Star for Durham, I made the team. When I wasn’t, I did not.

      The ironic aspect about bemoaning not being selected for All Stars was that I detested my experiences at Fern Creek in the 1989 and 1990 All Star tourneys. Even then, I knew Beechmont’s teams were poorly constructed jokes riddled with politics, nepotism, cronyism, and coaches who didn’t know the players well enough. I even performed well at these tournaments, but no matter what I did at Beechmont, no one ever cared.

      So no, I don’t have a Little League World Series ring. I never had any chance at one, although I seriously doubt my being on the Beechmont All Stars would have changed the outcome very much. There are no doubt hundreds of similar stories about Little League politics online. I imagine politics and a general lack of sportsmanship has harmed leagues around the country and helped give rise to the disaster known as travel team baseball. But that is a rant for another time.

      I often recall those summers, the camaraderie of the U of L daycare crew as well as my teammates at Beechmont. It makes me think of the line at the end of the movie Stand By Me where the grown Gordie says, “I never had any friends later on like I did when I was twelve.”

      No, I haven’t. And it makes me sad.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            The Season Of Sommer

          

        

      

    

    
      I started at Butler Traditional High School in August 1993. Butler was barely on my radar while I was in middle school other than occasionally practicing baseball there. Since I went to middle school at Noe, mainly due to Noe having advanced placement classes, the obvious path would have been to head right across the street to DuPont Manual High School. Manual is the public high school in Jefferson County, with a litany of Governors Scholars and multiple magnet programs (High School to University, Art, Math/Science/Technology, Journalism & Communications). I initially applied to HSU and was accepted.

      There was trouble in paradise, however, as the administration at Manual got cold feet when someone took a closer look at my record at Noe. While my GPA was solid, I missed over a hundred days of school over those three years. I had constant sinus infections throughout middle school, but truth be told, I despised Noe with a passion reserved for no other school. I didn’t care for my classmates. I didn’t like the bizarre open section classes where bookcases separated various classes in lieu of actual walls. Realizing I had taken Mrs. Bannister’s Performing Arts Class at Noe, Manual amended my offer from HSU acceptance to Youth Performing Arts School.

      I transferred out of the PAC class midway through eighth grade. The class wasn’t what I signed up for (originally a video class, which merged with Bannister’s dance class). The idea of going to YPAS was a nonstarter, so I wound up missing my chance to go to Manual. Since my home school was Iroquois, one of the worst schools on earth, I desperately sought other options. My baseball coach at Beechmont, Miles Durham, suggested Butler. His oldest son, Brett, already attended, and while he mentioned Butler being a “traditional” school, he said the traditional aspect was no big deal. Wear blue jeans with a belt and otherwise things are similar to other schools. I was accepted to Butler easily enough. Principal Kenneth Frick told my dad I needed to improve my attendance, but otherwise I was good to go.

      My first two years at Butler went well. Early on, the traditional aspects were limited to the always strange morning announcements (“Let’s pause for a moment of silent meditation”) and the slightly stricter dress code. Most of the bad behavior I dealt with at Noe was gone, and troublemakers were shown the door. As my junior year started, the administration at Butler went to a more formal dress code consisting largely of red, white, or navy-blue polo shirts, as well as khaki or navy-blue slacks. Overnight, the entire school looked like a group of pro golfers. My tenure was split in half: two years before the stricter dress code and two years after. Those in the Class of 1996, however, had to adjust to this for their senior year. The dress code wasn’t an excuse for the antics I am about to describe, but I had more with other students in the wake of the stricter dress code being implemented.

      The idea of being catfished wasn’t much of a known concept back when I was in high school since it is more of an internet phenomenon. The internet was barely starting to become a thing during my high school years, with Butler being wired for student internet use for maybe the second half of my senior year in 1997. Before then? I didn’t know much about the Net. That said, catfishing still occurred on a lo-fi level, and during my junior year of high school, it absolutely happened to me. The following tale is one of embarrassment and humiliation, although I will admit I played into things and kept the charade going.

      The situation started with the crew I sat with at lunch, which included two Jims, Hitchens, and Nord, as well as a senior named Mick Logsdon. Hitchens was a reasonably good friend of mine in high school, even if I never cared for his right-wing politics. Nord was a tall, heavy-set guy and the single most misanthropic person I knew in high school. I don’t know if I ever especially liked Jim Nord as a person since he made that all but impossible, but he was in a bunch of my classes and we talked often enough. For someone like me who struggled to make friends, I had to make do.

      Mick Logsdon was a different matter. Logsdon, a senior, felt the need to hang around us juniors at lunch. I had taken Algebra 2 with Mick the prior year and found him an insufferable tool even then, but during junior year, he seemed to take things to a different level. Mick always had this smirk, like he couldn’t wait to laugh at you behind your back, and I could tell he looked down on me and considered me a complete geek (which, to be fair, I was). He would regale us with tales of his possibly phony sexual conquests and at one point asked me about my girlfriend situation. “I’ve never had a girlfriend in high school,” I replied. Big mistake.

      Between Thanksgiving and Christmas 1995, I started receiving curious notes. The first note arrived while I was hanging out in the cafeteria during a pep rally, the place all the antisocial loser types went to avoid a crowd. Some guy walked by and dropped off a note, saying, “Hey, some girl wanted me to give you this.” I opened the note and started reading.

      Hello, I have seen you around school and I am really interested in you. Write me back. Sommer Malone.

      I had never heard of Sommer Malone, so I went home and checked my yearbook. No one in there named Sommer Malone. I figured the whole thing was a prank, so I quickly forgot about it. A few days later, Hitchens gave me another of these letters in class, and since I had some basic trust in him, I responded. I asked some basic questions such as “Who are you? I couldn’t find you in the yearbook. Why don’t we meet up?”

      There was always some internal logic in the replies: “My parents are strict and don’t want me going on dates. We just moved here from Nashville so I’m new to Jefferson County Public Schools.” Around Christmas, Sommer sent what seemed to be a final note saying she was moving back to Nashville, so I thought the whole thing was over.

      I was wrong. Once January hit, the notes returned, with Sommer noting her parents had decided to stay in Louisville after all and we could resume talking. Around this time, Kane McGregor started getting in on the fun and started eating lunch with the rest of us. Kane was another senior and a buddy of Mick’s. If I had to describe him, I would say he was Biff Tannen from Back to the Future come to life. A burly football player type, Kane relished tormenting me daily.

      By this point, I figured at the least Mick, Kane, and Jim Hitchens were either pranking me or perhaps all of them knew this Sommer girl. I wasn’t quite sure which. They knew too many details of the things I wrote about. I insisted to them I needed to meet Sommer, since otherwise this was a big waste of time.

      Sure enough, they did produce Sommer, or at least someone posing as Sommer. Curiously, this girl even fit the basic description of the girl in the letters. Same basic height, reddish auburn hair, blue eyes. They introduced me to “Sommer” at a school function, and we said hello to each other and shook hands. That was such a bizarre experience. I still have no idea who she really was, but at the time, I felt relieved even though there was zero chemistry there whatsoever.

      The notes continued for a while longer. They became more personal, more sexual in nature, and I responded in mutual fashion. Once a student office aide even delivered a note to me in the middle of U.S. History class. After a point, I started noticing other people in the lunchroom looking at me and entire tables full of people started laughing when I walked by. Obviously, not only was Sommer phony, but Mick and Kane clearly relished reading my notes to whatever seniors wanted to hear them.

      Of all the seniors who heard about what was going on, only one stepped up to help me. That would be Melissa Bergman. I didn’t know her at all, but she stopped me in the hallway after lunch one day. “You’re Brian, right? What’s your phone number? I have to talk to you about something important.” I gave her my info.

      Melissa called me that night. “Look, Brian. Sommer is not real. Mick made her up and Kane joined in as well. They’ve been reading all your notes to anyone who wants to listen in Mrs. Ballard’s class. In fact, Mick almost got in trouble the other day when Mrs. Ballard asked about the notes he was reading to everyone.”

      “Yeah, I have been figuring out as much. God, why did I write all that stuff? This is so embarrassing.”

      “I finally had enough and figured I needed to tell you. From those notes, you seem like a really sweet guy. I even said to them he sounds like someone I would be interested in.”

      “Thanks for setting me straight on this, Melissa. I have some thinking to do.”

      If this had been a Hollywood movie, that conversation would be quite the nice “meet cute” scene. I would be kidding if I said this whole experience led to Melissa and me becoming an item, we lived happily ever after, but no. I maybe talked to her once or twice and then she drifted back to being someone I saw in the hallway and little more. I’ll always be grateful to her for being the only one who tried to help me out. I had Mrs. Ballard for English senior year, and often wondered if she realized I was the topic of everyone’s ridicule the previous year.

      There was now destined to be a showdown with these guys at lunch the next day. I thought about jumping Mick Logsdon and beating him repeatedly with my lunch tray, but then thought better of that idea because Kane McGregor would start strangling me given his size advantage. Besides, why get suspended over these two creeps?

      The epic showdown turned out to be nothing of the sort. There was no “Meet me in the parking lot at 3:00!” I told them Melissa had clued me in once and for all that there was no Sommer Malone, and this would be the final time I would eat lunch with the group. And to be sure, Mick and Kane laughed their asses off about this, before Mick asked, “Why did you believe any of this Sommer shit in the first place?”

      “Maybe because I kinda wanted to?” Afterward, I started eating lunch with David Martini (a guy from German class) and some other people.

      There was a surreal aspect to this entire fiasco. I quite enjoyed reading those notes from “Sommer.” Several of them were quite well written, which made me wonder who was writing them. Were Mick and Kane the only writers, or did they have some female accomplice I never found out about? The more crude, sexual notes may have been Kane since those seemed more his style. But hey, if Mick Logsdon wrote those notes, I would say he could write a good love letter from the point of view of a fifteen-year-old girl. That’s about the only compliment I will ever give him, however.

      How nice it would be to say that was the end of this experience, but Mick and Kane kept bothering me. Mick offered a bizarre apology and asked if I wanted to go with them to a car show, but I told him no chance. The two of them found my morning hangout before the bell rang and made a point of taunting and tormenting me there as well, with Mick being the psychological bully who teased and verbally bothered me while smirking, and Kane being the physical bully who enjoyed getting in my space, grabbing my shirt, and shoving me against the wall. I never told any teachers or admins about this, mainly because I was already embarrassed by the notes. I didn’t know how to explain the situation. I never felt 100% comfortable the rest of the school year, always on the lookout for those two and whatever antics they might pull. I felt relieved when the school year was nearly over and the seniors had left, so I never had to see either of them again.

      Strangely enough, whether as a reaction to all of this angst or some other reason, that same time period coincided with my creative juices starting to flow. During that school year, I started writing a film script, which I titled Welcome to Paradise after the Green Day song. The script featured Jim Hitchens’s wacky Reverend Emerson Biggins character he performed during lunch that year, at least before things went south and I quit sitting with the group.

      I was also involved with a hilarious Great Gatsby video for Mrs. Guthermuth’s English class. For a group assignment on the last two chapters of the book, we decided to make a Quentin Tarantino–style violent version of the ending. Our group met up at Chris Owens’s grandparents’ house where we filmed this insanity. Our group fit the roles we had well: I played Gatsby, Owens was Nick Carraway, Jim Nord was Tom Buchanan, Katarina Crisp was Myrtle Wilson, and Angela Mayberry was Daisy Buchanan (she had little to do aside from hitting Katarina with the car in slow motion). I thought I would have been better as Nick Carraway and Owens as Gatsby, but since he was filming, I took the bigger role.

      We took some liberties with Fitzgerald’s text as Owens’s Snoit bandmate Brian Corbin (a senior who wasn’t even in the class) played George Wilson and cut me in half with a chainsaw (lots of ketchup blood!), and then blew Gatsby’s brains out as someone threw fake brains at the camera. When we showed the video in class, it absolutely brought the house down. That was one of the highlights of junior year and I wish I had a copy, but Katarina couldn’t find the tape in her garage when I asked about it some years ago. I guess our Gatsby video is now lost in time. This project, along with my writing, set in motion a dream of becoming a writer or director in the film industry.

      I suppose the reason for mentioning these creative aspects is an attempt to find some kind of silver lining in a trying year of high school. Maybe I should have retaliated against Mick and Kane with some ingenious plan of my own? Or I should have hooked up with Melissa, or any other movie-style cliches? But that isn’t how real life works sometimes. It baffled me as to why Jim Hitchens willingly played a part in this plan. (Jim Nord, for his part, didn’t, or at least not beyond semi knowing about it). I more or less made amends with Hitchens, who said he was “trying to set me straight” even while acting as the go between delivering notes. We were still friendly during senior year, but his role in the entire Sommer Malone humiliation was a major reason I never kept in touch with him after high school. I ran into him once or twice at U of L, but otherwise I haven’t spoken to him in years.

      This might sound odd, but I have a strange nostalgia for that year of high school, even though it is in some ways harrowing to relive. Junior year was the first time I dedicated myself to taking school seriously, aside from refusing to read The Dollmaker in Mrs. G’s class. She assigned the book as reading over spring break, and I had zero desire to read a 600-page novel over spring break. I had a script to write. Thankfully, I found the movie version with Jane Fonda and watched the VHS the night before the test and managed an 88% on it.

      I also qualified for Governor’s Scholars junior year and angered my counselor, Ms. Pennington, when I listened to the presentation and rejected it outright (“I have to spend five weeks in the summer up at NKU doing school related stuff? Nah, I’m good.”). As fate would intervene, I wouldn’t have been able to go to NKU for Governor’s Scholars anyway. I also took a typing class that year, old-school style on a typewriter, and it was a life-changing class. There was life before I knew how to type, and life after.

      But most of all, when I look back at junior year, it was a time when I was longing for Sommer Malone, a girl who at the end of the day wasn’t attainable. Huh. Maybe I was more Gatsby than Nick Carraway, after all.
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      January 2023. The other night I couldn’t sleep, tossing and turning in bed, even getting up in a sweat thinking about half remembered foolishness which defined the end of my high school days. These ridiculous moments can stay with you over the years. The next day, I dusted off my senior yearbook from Butler Traditional High School, revisiting what people had to say about me. Before discussing the antics surrounding the yearbook, some backstory is necessary to explain my mental and emotional state during that time period.

      Everything that happened in my life from roughly June 1, 1996 until June 1, 1997 can barely be done justice in writing, but suffice to say my dad suffered a paralyzing stroke with three days left in my junior year of high school. My aunt Retta lived down the street and happened to walk by. She found him lying motionless on the living room floor, but quickly called for an ambulance.

      He had been stressed out for months over my grandmother Katie Lee’s death and was remodeling her rickety house in Henderson, Kentucky, for reasons still baffling to me. Her death in February 1996 coincided with the start of state KERA testing, so I went to the visitation in Union County and rushed back to Louisville. I did so because we were promised to be exempt from taking finals if we scored at least proficient on the KERA test. Of course, I ended up for whatever reason not being proficient, so I rushed back from Henderson after his stroke to take the finals I should have been exempt from taking in the first place. The school exempted me from taking the two I missed while out of town, but I still had to take the other four.

      I certainly wasn’t moving to Henderson for my senior year of high school, nor did it make sense to stay there given I was destined to go to U of L since my mom worked there and I would receive free tuition. I spent the summer going back and forth from Louisville to Evansville where my dad was at Deaconess Hospital. He was transferred to a Louisville nursing home/rehab center in late August. My mom, brother, and I went to see him for the first few months of school until he was released around Thanksgiving. During those first months of senior year, I passed my driver’s test, albeit on the third try.

      While my mom and I were in Henderson, my paternal grandfather, Grandpa Joe, also died in North Carolina. I found out when his second wife, Aunt Polly, called the house in Henderson to tell us. I told her we were preoccupied with my dad’s condition, so we couldn’t attend the funeral.

      “The doctor said his left side is paralyzed, but he’s out of the woods at least,” I said.

      She understood, but her tone was full of a certain malice. “So you all can now push Danny around in a wheelchair and take him to stores?? Won’t that be nice?” This conversation was the last time I ever spoke to Polly.

      Making matters even worse, I became violently ill in December. I still don’t know what happened other than eating bad tacos from Taco Bell one night. My dad’s car salesman friend, Bob Crenna, came over to watch the UK/Purdue basketball game with Taco Bell on the menu. Crenna was my dad’s first visitor after coming home. I felt slightly queasy later that night, and the next day I came down with the worst case of diarrhea during a test in Humanities. I rushed to turn in my paper to Mrs. Gutermuth and immediately ran to the bathroom. I asked to go home, soiled my pants rushing there, and then spent three days in and out of the bathroom.

      I felt awful for a month, with stomach trouble on and off. I should have gone to the hospital, but never did. I was sick of hospitals by then. Even to this day, I still have a slight nagging pain in my right side, so I wonder if I tore a muscle. For years, whenever my dad wanted to eat at Taco Bell, he was always perplexed as to why I didn’t want to go.

      Fast forward to early March and the worst flood in Louisville since 1937. When it rains it pours, and we weren’t spared that indignity either. Our apartment at Tanglewood off Fern Valley Road was flooded and we had to be evacuated by Army trucks to Atherton High School in the middle of the night, and then spent the next two weeks essentially homeless. The district didn’t even cancel school on Monday, which I missed because I didn’t have any school clothes to wear and because my Oldsmobile was partially underwater. The flooding itself wasn’t the main disaster, but instead the idiots who insisted on replacing the carpet in the apartment. They ripped up everything and left all our belongings in shambles to the point where the apartment was uninhabitable.
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